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To my Present and (Hopefully) Future Grandchildren
Inheritors of a Delicately Fragile World



Preface and Acknowledgments

Collections of essays can be risky, uneven and possibly untidy, affairs. After all, in this case, most were written or commissioned for different occasions in various unrelated forums. Some are longer research and “thought” pieces while others are in the shape of shorter reflections that appeared in journals such as the Times Literary Supplement and the Jewish Review of Books. Hopefully they retain their relevance and freshness and in the Introduction I try to outline some of the connections between them. An additional justification for their appearance here, however, is the fact that a number of these essays have not been previously published or have only appeared in a foreign language. Similarly, as many of these other forays appeared in rather specialized, not to say obscure, forums, this may provide easier access to the interested general reader.

The organizational structure of the book is rather self-explanatory and reflective of my main areas of interest. I have updated, and in some cases inserted minor revisions (as well as re-titling a few of the essays). I have tried, as far as possible, to minimize repetitions. Where these still pertain, it is largely because these illustrate aspects related to different contexts and problems. Chapters 3, 4, 8 and 9 have not been previously published. Details of the original publication of the other chapters are listed elsewhere in this volume.

Even if there is only one named author, the making of books is always a collective affair, made possible by many individuals on a number of levels. Over the years I have been extremely fortunate in having friends and colleagues – too many to mention by name here – who have shared ideas with me, coaxed me on in moments of doubt (if not despair) and, to be sure, corrected me on both matters of fact and conceptual substance. Should they happen to read some of the following essays, I hope that they will recognize their contribution. Their anonymity ensures that I alone am responsible for any of the errors or incoherencies that occur along the way.

There are, however, certain debts that cannot remain nameless. Patiently enduring my naggings, my editor, Katrien Vloeberg, has superbly unified an initially chaotic text, and spotted and corrected many substantive as well as stylistic issues. Her editorial skills, her attention both to detail and the overall coherence of the manuscript, are simply admirable. My heartfelt thanks go out to her. Katja Lehming and Ulrike Krauss of De Gruyter Press have been unfailingly courteous and helpful. With great sensitivity they have shepherded this book from its early beginnings through to its completion. I also appreciate the co-operation of Suruthi Manogaran who has safely guided the manuscript through the printing process.

My biggest debt, however, is to Vivian Liska, the editor of this series. It was she who – out of the blue – suggested that I collect these essays and publish it as a separate volume. I do hope that the book justifies the confidence she placed in my work. That apart, Vivian (together with her husband, Charly) has become a very close and trusted friend to both Hannah, my wife, and myself. Her generosity, warmth, and encouragement, and her exciting intellectual vitality continue to be a source of great inspiration. So too have the passionate – but always friendly – intellectual ping pong games in which we almost habitually engage. It would not be exaggeration to say that Vivian landed at the Hebrew University like a meteor and in a very short time has literally transformed our social and intellectual landscape. She may be one of the most travelled and cosmopolitan of people but for many of us her presence in Jerusalem is indispensable.

By now it has become a truism that without my (ever expanding) family, I could never have written any of my books. I really do not usually indulge in such sentimentality but because I count myself to be an exceedingly lucky person, I hope to be forgiven for indulging in it here. My wife Hannah has lovingly stood by me through thick and thin, a source of wisdom (and beauty) who, I am not sure why, tolerates the whims of an often neurotic husband. She is an accomplished artist, and I am delighted that her sensitive painting of Fragile Spaces adorns the cover of this book. My three lovely children, Ariella, Yoni and Daniel, continue to bring me joy. My son-in-law Yonatan never fails to amaze me with his consistent care and super competence. It also gives me pleasure to welcome Maya and Elisa (Yoni and Daniel’s partners respectively) to our happy fold. If in my last book I mentioned my grandchildren, Yael, Tamar, Guy and Lia, since then we have added lovely little Uriel to our galaxy of offspring. I am dedicating this book to them and – hopefully – to our future grandchildren.
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1 Introduction

I feel a kind of elective affinity with complex, divided personalities, firm on principles but wracked by doubt, who do not confuse the desirable with the probable, their tastes with reality, aware both of the constraints history imposes on us and the margin of liberty it leaves us.

Raymond Aron

At least in the modern age, Perspectives on Jewish Texts and Contexts – the name of the series in which this volume appears – can best be understood and are most interesting when seen in relation to broader (in my case, Western) cultural texts and contexts. These become even more fascinating when they are studied in terms of the people who both created and were formed by them. In one way or another, all the essays contained in this collection deal with the crises, tensions, and dilemmas, but also the positive potential and creative achievements contained in these interconnections. Written for different occasions and audiences in mind and differing markedly in length, I would not want to exaggerate the inner coherence of the offerings presented here. Nevertheless, a certain unity of thematic concerns runs through many of these pages. In different ways and settings, this book examines the consequences of political, cultural and personal rupture, as well as the complex (sometimes tortured) ways in which various Jewish intellectuals – and in Chapter 18, a cultivated merchant and Chapter 20, spies and politicians – sought to respond to these ruptures and carve out new, sometimes profound, sometimes fanciful, options. Perhaps too the reader may detect a certain defense of a liberal and Enlightenment humanism against the assault of its many past and current opponents.

Rupture of all kinds, it could be argued, is a constitutive ingredient of modernity. It is inevitably followed not only by a sense of contingency but perhaps, above all, by an awareness of the fragility of things. It is only through a subsequent perusal of this collection that I became aware that the reality – and accompanying sense – of social, cultural, political and existential rupture and fragility is present and recorded, in various ways and modulations, in almost all the following essays. In his A Death in the Family: My Struggle Book I, Karl Ove Knausgård wrote of “the ambivalent space where all historical objects and ideas reside” (p. 195). I have no doubt that this observation is correct and, indeed, have spent much of my professional career teasing out some of the more delicious ironies and ambivalences implicit in the adventurous Jewish engagement with Western culture (and which, hopefully, is apparent in the following pages as well). As I have indicated, however, what was newer to me was the regular and unexpected presence of “fragility” haunting my work and thus I have deemed it appropriate to rephrase Knausgård’s dictum and title this volume as “Fragile Spaces” in which many of its historical objects and ideas – as well as its actors – reside.

There is perhaps not too subtle a reason for identifying this recurrent theme in my writings at such a late stage. Without overstating its thematic dominance or its relationship to current events, it may be linked to a sensitivity to what is happening presently on the global political stage. We seem to be entering into an age of great change and turbulence, inducing ever-greater uncertainty and anxiety. The emergence of populism, of anti-immigration attitudes, of increasingly unabashed racist and anti-Semitic sentiments, the rise to power (or very close to it) of right-wing authoritarian regimes, the election of Donald Trump and the shock of Brexit, the growing coarseness of public discourse, all this has put paid to many liberal hopes and what Richard Rorty dubbed as the ideal of “a global, cosmopolitan, democratic, egalitarian, classless, casteless society.”1 Remarkably, in a post Cold War era, the prospects of nuclear war are once again considered a realistic possibility, and those only slightly less apocalyptically inclined envisage a descent into a kind of dystopian darkness. No wonder that Oswald Spengler’s 1918–1922 Decline of the West is undergoing a kind of renaissance (this began even before the crises of 2015–16, as documented in Chapter 5). Traditional and educated elites may or may not be in shock regarding these developments and the threat to what they may now perceive as their previously complacent assumptions. There is, however, a clear emergent recognition – perhaps forgotten in the relatively stable, deceivingly rosy post World War II years – of the fragile, all too delicately poised, nature of our social, political, cultural and even identitarian orders.2

Because by training historians are vocationally directed to observing and explaining rupture and change (and thus, by implication, continuities), they may be less surprised by these intimations of fragility. At any rate, many of the offerings contained in this volume point to these in multiple ways (readers will judge if these bear some resemblance to – or help – illuminate our present predicament). The present essays document and reflect the different forms and modes in which they penetrate, perhaps constitute, Jewish life and memory as they do the complex identities and relations of the personalities examined throughout this book but especially in Section IV. Indeed, one could argue that almost by definition the status of Jewish life, lived as a minority, as outsiders, has always been characterized by a sense of fragile vulnerability and exposure. (In many of the following chapters I also touch on some of the ironies, problematics and functions of that very same mind-set even within Israel where a Jewish sovereign majority reigns.) In terms of the book’s more general observations, the reality of fragile, sometimes devastated, people, societies and ideas – from the Enlightenment and the attack upon it (Chapter 2) to the Holocaust and its aftermath (Chapters 3 and 4), the Israel-Palestine conflict (partly treated in Chapters 5, 9 and 10), the explosively unstable fabrics of Weimar and fin-de-siècle Vienna (Chapter 6 and 8), the subversive impulses of the Avant-Garde (Chapter 7), and the shattering of the pre-1914 world order (Chapter 20) – is almost too obvious to need explication. On a more philosophical level, Chapter 9, probing the “Particular and the Universal”, is essentially about the always fragile, dialectical relationship between these two poles.

Titles are indeed important and, like introductions, provide guidelines for the reader. Still, it would be disingenuous to claim hermetically tight thematic connections between all the essays presented here. These chapters delve into diverse topics and can be read separately from one another. For in different ways they simply mirror – as the subtitle of the book indicates – my ongoing fascination with the always fraught, fragile and creatively fecund confrontation of Jews, intellectuals and sundry other characters with larger developments and structures of European history, politics and culture. If for readers some of these pieces prove to be instructive and a goad to further thinking and interest, I will be more than satisfied.



Part I History, Memory and Genocide



2 The Dialectic of Enlightenment Revisited

Note: This chapter is based upon a thoroughly revised lecture I gave at a University of Warwick conference on “The Dialectic of Enlightenment Revisited” (November 1–2, 2016). That conference was limited to an examination of this particular work and not to an overall assessment of the Frankfurt School, Critical Theory and its legacy. My judgment of the latter would be far less harsh than that evoked by the book under examination.

Upon its publication, Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno’s 1944 Dialectic of Enlightenment was greeted as a kind of radical, underground cult work and over the years has become a kind of classic purporting to explain nothing less than the distorted nature and course of Western civilization, mass culture, anti-Semitism and the murderous inclinations of modernity. The present, critical and rather idiosyncratic reflections on the book go very much against this admiring grain.3 It is based, admittedly, partly on personal – perhaps provocative – predilections. I come to it too from an unabashed liberal humanist standpoint and commitment. Moreover, I do so essentially as an historian and not someone trained in philosophy. Though much of the work is written in a theoretical and philosophical key, Horkheimer and Adorno do indeed insist that theirs is a “theory which holds that the core of truth is historical”.4 Thus, even in their own terms, it seems that a historical critique and a certain historicizing of their thinking would be an immanently valid exercise.

In so doing we would want to inquire into the origins and disposition of the work, the intellectual circumstances and political context in which the book was conceived, and, of course, the content, its emphases and – especially – its omissions. (Ideally such an exercise would also examine the ways in which the book has influenced later thinking and scholarship. But this shall be left for another occasion.)

The ideological origins of the book are obviously to be found in the Weimar Republic. Viewed retrospectively, the neo–Marxist but post–liberal sensibility of the Frankfurt School was of one cut with Weimar’s radical, apocalyptic cultural mood, one that in many ways was shared by both extreme Left and Right, characterized in part by a pessimistic sensibility (A leading figure of the radicalism of that time, Georg Lukács, later mockingly described the dark – and elitist – nature of Horkheimer and Adorno’s thinking as the “Grand Hotel Abyss”5).

But to an even greater extent, the Dialectic of Enlightenment is a post–Weimar document. The work was composed in, and characterized by, Exile.6 It was written by German–Jewish emigrants who found refuge in the United States as Nazism came to power and World War II raged and who completed the tome in 1944 as that war was coming to its fiery end. Its obvious immediate existential background, then, was dominated both by the author’s personal fates under Nazism and the broader question as to its nature and brutality. As Horkheimer’s secretary, Alice Maeier, commented: “We were all possessed, so to speak, of the idea we must beat Hitler and Fascism…We all felt we had a mission”.7 Indeed, I would argue that at base the Dialectic of Enlightenment was also one of the first of many – and still ongoing – attempts to comprehensively grasp what they constantly referred to as the “barbarism” of their time. There were even intimations of what was later to be called the Holocaust. “The Jews”, they wrote, “must be wiped from the face of the earth, and the call to destroy them like vermin finds an echo in the heart of every budding fascist throughout the world.”8 But at the time there was no systematic knowledge of the “Endlösung”, only surmises and fragments. Indeed, given its 1944 date of publication (and with writing that began much earlier) I was both surprised and impressed to find explicit references to “gas chambers” and “extermination camps”.9 That this apparent early familiarity was rather misleading is something that was revealed to me only after I had completed a few drafts of this essay. Its proper significance will hopefully be revealed as our analysis unfolds (and as it became apparent to me).

Still, even by the measures of their own time and knowledge, one wonders if the philosophical and methodological scaffolding that Horkheimer and Adorno employed – a blend of neo–Marxist, Freudian and Nietzschean elements – were best equipped to the main if implicit task they set for themselves. For ultimately Dialectic of Enlightenment is a work in the spirit of grand Kulturkritik, a philosophical anthropology, indeed an overall civilizational analysis. In its almost blanket indictment of a fallen West, of the universal triumph of formal reason, instrumental rationality, administered culture, monopoly State capitalism and dehumanizing technology, it bears an uncomfortable resemblance to Spenglerian pessimistic determinism and Heidegger’s sad history of the demise of Being and the growth of an unrelieved wasteland.

Now, of course, there is nothing wrong as such with philosophical anthropology or Kulturkritik or, indeed, even “theory” (whether or not of the dialectical kind). And it is certainly true that Horkheimer and Adorno pay special attention to anti-Semitism in a way that neither Heidegger nor Spengler do (this of course is to leave aside the almost unbelievable rantings on the Jews in Heidegger’s Black Books). There are, too – I should make clear – a great deal of fascinating general insights and multiple delicacies interspersed through the Dialectic.

Indeed, there is something alluring in Horkheimer and Adorno’s immanent – though sometimes impenetrably dense – account of the dialectic of enlightenment. In Western culture, so their narrative tells us, reason emerges out of myth but reverts back to it, in its scientistic and totalizing guises. “Reason” emerges in the struggle of self–preservation and identity in the face of great natural forces, thus enabling human possibilities that transcend sheer survival and regression to an animal state. Reason literally gives rise to civilization. Yet, because reason originates in self–preservation, it inevitably demands self–denial and the ever–renewed repression of nature and instinct. This then is the sad dialectic of enlightenment in which “reason” itself becomes the driving force in an increasingly self–denying, administered, politically dominated and intellectually repressed society.10

But in seeking also to illuminate particular historical developments, as this one purports to do, there is a kind of categorical mismatch, one unable or unwilling temperamentally to address significant differences or subtle (or not so subtle) contextual and historical distinctions, and one that – like all such similar grand theories – disregards the possibility and workings of multi–directional process, agency and contingency. The result is a rather undifferentiated collection of examples – the myth of Odysseus, the Marquis de Sade, positivism, the Culture Industry, anti-Semitism, and so on – all seeking to illustrate the progressive Western debasement of “enlightened” ideals. By tracing the fall of all of Western civilization, its centuries–long descent into barbarism (through the self–destructive dialectic of enlightenment), basic differences become subsumed under a single process.

Given both the immediate context and circumstances of its composition and the common, underlying philosophical and methodological logic of the work, there appears to be little space for immediate political distinctions. In the book, the difference between, say, Fascism, and liberal democracies, is virtually invisible. As the war raged it is difficult to detect if the Allies are to be substantively distinguished from their enemies. A kind of – updated – economic determinism reigns. As another member of the School, Herbert Marcuse put it in 1934 in the Frankfurt Institute’s journal: “The turn from the liberalist to the total–authoritarian state occurs within the framework of a single order. With regard to the unity of the economic base, we can say it is liberalism that ‘produces’ the total–authoritarian state out of itself as its own consummation at a more advanced stage of development.”11 Even though psychoanalytic and Nietzschean insights are integrated into the work, the book does not substantially swerve from this line. Indeed, astonishingly, the word Nazism (as opposed to Fascism) is – as far as I can determine – almost entirely absent from the work, and any mention of the actual disposition of World War II sparse in the extreme. For an historian, therefore, it is this generalizing mode, the lack of contextual and concrete specificity that is both baffling and, I would argue, misleading.

In Horkheimer and Adorno’s insistence on an inherent – albeit dialectical – barbarizing process of “enlightenment” where the negative role of formal, abstract “thought” and logic seems to be an almost autonomous motor of history, and where it is ontologically entangled in the mastery of nature and blind domination, a force inimical to the spirit, we are privy to a process in which beginning with the Greeks through the rise of Baconian science, capitalism and the bourgeoisie, to the culture industry and our own rationalized positivist time, much is flattened. Benny Goodman, Donald Duck and Guy Lombardo inhabit roughly the same universe as Goebbels and Hitler; positivist science, advertising and racist propaganda merge as one; all are held to be homogenizing and deceiving affirmations of repressive social orders. Here is a philosophy of history where it not clear how and where to draw the lines between mass culture and mass killings. Distinctions count. One would have thought that in the society that had provided the authors with refuge – on the basis of precisely those bourgeois and liberal values they held to be dialectically complicit in the de-emancipation process – whatever commonalities might have existed, the distinctions were not minor but, even in very personal terms, matters of life and death.

Adorno rendered this lack of differentiation quite explicit in a 1940 letter to his parents: “Fascism in Germany which is inseparable from anti-Semitism, is no psychological anomaly of the German national character. It is a universal tendency and has an economic basis […] namely the dying out of the sphere of circulation, i.e. the increasing superfluity of trade in the widest sense, in the age of monopoly capitalism. The conditions for it – and I mean all of them, not only the economic base but also the mass psychological ones – are at least as present here [i.e., the USA] as in Germany […] and the barbaric semi-civilization of this country will spawn forms no less terrible than those in Germany.”12 It should be remembered that the various empirical sociological and psychological studies of anti-Semitism carried out by the Frankfurt School’s Institute of Social Research during this period were carried out in the United States and on American subjects.13 Perhaps Paul Piccone has a point when he argues that despite its language and constant references to European culture and the rise of Fascism, Critical Theory in many ways was (and perhaps remains) “a theory of American society.”14

Even in the transformed post-war context, and writing in Germany, the same overall thesis remained unaltered. As Horkheimer and Adorno put it, in the 1969 Preface to the New Edition, the Dialectic of Enlightenment “was written when the end of the Nazi terror was within sight; nevertheless, in not a few places the reality of our time is formulated in a way no longer appropriate to contemporary experience. And yet – even at that time – our assessment of the transition to the world of the administered life was not too simplistic. In a period of political division into immense power–blocks, set objectively upon collision, the sinister trend continues. The conflicts in the Third World and the renewed growth of totalitarianism are just as little mere historical episodes as, according to the Dialectic, was Fascism in its own time.”15

In a very general sense, this may contain a kernel of truth. Yet, for those who lack an overarching philosophy of history, there are numerous difficulties in viewing the rise and disposition of Fascism and Nazism as of one cloth in a single overall homogenizing process, forging relentlessly along. Indeed, numerous distinctions also need to be made between Fascism and Nazism and despite their departure from more Orthodox forms of Marxism, Horkheimer and Adorno, continued to subsume Nazism under Fascism as a late form of state monopoly capitalism. Any room for a peculiarly separate political structure or national propensity was ruled out. In this way, as Jeffrey Herf has incisively pointed out, consideration of the specificities and particular developments of German history are absent, displaced and merged into the cunning dialectic of a broader development, what the late German historian Thomas Nipperdey called a “hypostatization of German history into world history”.16 (Parenthetically, one wonders about the possible psychological effect of lessening personal agency and responsibility these interpretations exerted upon its German readers.)

To be sure, the correct balance between “theoretical’ and “historical”, universal and particular, modes of explanation remains unclear to this day. Certainly, in these early attempts to account for Nazism and its unprecedented atrocities, Horkheimer and Adorno were not alone; there were others, with different ideological and intellectual intentions, who invoked outward rather than inward factors, not nationality but generality (usually in the guise of a somewhat hypostatized “modernity”).

Thus, in the immediate aftermath of the war leading conservative German historians, such as Friedrich Meinecke and Gerhard Ritter, argued that the rise of Nazism had far less to do with internal, organic German development than with the importation of uprooting, essentially alien and corrupting mass practices and ideologies. From the French Revolution on, “Modernity” in the form of Western mass democracy, together with the upheaval created by World War I, had damaged the traditional fabric of German stability and ushered in the possibility of demagogic chaos.17

Although radically different from these conservative historians, in her ground -breaking, maddening and still marvelously stimulating and provocatively insightful 1951 work, The Origins of Totalitarianism, Hannah Arendt similarly exempted anything to do with specifically German political or cultural traditions as complicit. As early as 1945 she wrote that neither “Luther or Kant or Hegel or Nietzsche – the list may be prolonged indefinitely as even a cursory glance at the literature of the ‘German problem’ will reveal – […] have not the least responsibility for what is happening in the extermination camps.”18 For Adorno and Horkheimer, at least in dialectical manner, Kant and Nietzsche were – if only in part – complicit in progressive enlightenment’s self-liquidation and the triumph of its inherently destructive potential. But Arendt went even further than this. “Nazism”, she wrote, owes nothing to any part of the Western tradition, be it German or not, Catholic or Protestant, Christian, Greek or Roman.”19 Whatever the other commonalities between Arendt and the authors of the Dialectic – the refusal to indulge in “national” categories, the common emphasis on “mass society” and so on – here the difference was a principled one.20 For in the Dialectic of Enlightenment it is the Western tradition itself that is indicted. Inherent in its long history is enlightenment not just as universal emancipation but as calculation and domination of nature, turning into homogenization and absolute human and political domination.

Nothing could be further from the Arendtian view. Nazism for her is not the climax of an enduring socio-intellectual process, but “the breakdown of all German and European traditions”, part of a wider catastrophe of a nihilism that had threatened European culture for more than a century, “basing itself on the intoxication of destruction as an actual experience.” European and German traditions “had to be broken. [It was] the violation of all traditions which brought about Nazis […] The problem lies not in the German national character but rather in the disintegration of this character.”21

Of course, there were numerous other contemporary voices – and the debate and varying positions continue through to our own time – which held the diametrically opposed view: that Germany’s Sonderweg, its polity, society, economy, national character and culture, had indeed proceeded along a special, pathological and twisted, path, moving inexorably toward its Nazi denouement. Any number of early works like – The German Mind, From Luther to Hitler and so on – variously concentrated on specifically German national characteristics, political history and cultural developments. These tended to be as dogmatically determinist in their views as those who denied it. Both omitted or underplayed counter-trends and contingencies in their accounts. This is not the place to question why – in their different ways – Jewish refugees like Adorno and Horkheimer and Arendt assiduously avoided specific “national” explanations,22 while the quintessentially German author, Thomas Mann, could write (in Doctor Faustus – and other places): “[…] [I]s it mere hypochondria to say to oneself that everything German, even the German mind and spirit, German thought, the German Word, is involved in this scandalous exposure and made subject to the same distrust? […] German human beings, tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands of them it is, who have perpetrated what humanity shudders at; and all that is German now stands forth as an abomination and a warning.”23

Indeed, there is an ongoing unresolved philosophical and historiographic debate between “general”, “universalizing” as opposed to national, particular “German” factors implied in the rise of Nazism and its murderous disposition. It ranges from “meta” accounts through interpretations of the motivations of individual killers and perpetrators. Who is not aware of the debate between Daniel Goldhagen and Christopher Browning? Goldhagen views the Holocaust as essentially a consensual “national project” explicable only in terms of a persistent and vicious hatred of the Jews by “the Germans” who, when given the chance, happily and enthusiastically proceeded to murder them. If for Horkheimer and Adorno and Arendt alike, national character was irrelevant, Goldhagen encouraged viewing the Germans as a radically different kind of species. He put it thus: “The study of Germans and their anti-Semitism before and during the Nazi period must be approached as an anthropologist would a previously unencountered preliterate people and their beliefs, leaving behind the preconception that Germans were in every ideational realm just like our ideal notion of ourselves.”24

As is well known, in his Ordinary Men, Christopher Browning argued precisely the opposite: That under similar situational circumstances – a brutalizing war, social pressures, obedience to authority, ideological persuasion, the power of alcohol, dehumanization of the purported enemy and the power of alcohol – such killings must be clearly regarded as a general “human” possibility: “I must recognize that in the same situation I could have been a killer or an evader – both were human – if I want to understand and explain the behavior of both as best as I can […] Not trying to understand the perpetrators in human terms would make impossible […] any history of Holocaust perpetrators that sought to go beyond one-dimensional caricature” writes Browning. For him ultimately the Holocaust took place because at the most basic level individual human beings simply killed other human beings.25

To be sure, we will never reach an ultimate, final explanation but it is clear that it will contain some nuanced combination of particular and universal factors, combining in some way broader, perhaps more, abstract forces in tandem with concrete and contingent developments. The problem is that the Dialectic of Enlightenment lacks any serious attempt to link those abstract forces and “theory” to the particular contextual, circumstantial and contingent case that allegedly spurred the study in the first place.

It is true that, at least a good few years after the war, Arendt, Horkheimer and Adorno became more sensitive to the peculiarly “German” condition. Indeed, it became a relevant force in their work and exchanges. Thus when Hans Magnus Enzensberger wrote to Arendt in 1964 that “Fascism is not terrible because the Germans practiced it, but because it is possible everywhere”, Arendt responded: “If all are guilty, then none are […] This statement is even more problematic when it is advanced by a German for it says: not our parents, but mankind has brought about this catastrophe. This is simply not true.”26 In the same way, by dint of their post–war return to Germany, their continuing empirical research,27 their efforts at re-education and drawing public attention to Nazism and especially the Holocaust,28 Adorno and Horkheimer did at times relate to the specifically German context in a way barely visible in their more abstruse writings. Perhaps most famously, in his post-war philosophical musings on “Damaged Life” and negative identity, Adorno made Auschwitz the center, the core of the need for a radical re-evaluation of the modern predicament.29

But this paper is devoted specifically to a revisiting of the Dialectic of Enlightenment and in that work those dimensions are conspicuously absent. We must therefore return to some of the book’s most basic aspects. In the first place, the authors essentially changed the normally employed, familiar meaning of the term “Enlightenment”. To be sure, they included the classical eighteenth-century movement but broadened the concept to encompass the entire history of the West, beginning with the Greeks through to the United States of America of their own time. As Leszek Kolakowski summed it up: “In general their concept of ‘enlightenment’ is a fanciful, unhistorical hybrid composed of everything they dislike: positivism, logic, deductive and empirical science, capitalism, the money power, mass culture, liberalism and Fascism.”30 The work putatively proffered a dialectic: enlightenment both as a liberating, demystifying expression of antipathy to domination and at the same time as a tool for such domination (a dialectic which, they claimed, was best recognized by Hegel and Nietzsche). Critical Theory throughout had indeed insisted that, however faded, some liberationist light could be found at the end of the tunnel.

Yet, at least within this work, one can be forgiven for missing that redemptive aspect and being left with an overwhelming impression of reason as almost entirely a force making for barbarism and repression rather than overcoming it. Despite their claim that there is a positive alternative to formal, debased enlightenment, its content and possibilities of realization remain hopelessly vague. Apart from what they call “theoretical reasoning” – presumably that which is free from logic and mathematics – we are not told how we can recover the paradisiacal state of becoming one with nature again, unifying yet mutually respecting subject and object, living without domination, abolishing exchange-value and calculation. No instruction is given as to how and in what direction the existing order is to be transcended. Would it be too unfair that this implicit notion of a pristine, utopian world is simply a species of updated romanticism?

At any rate let us get back to the nub of the work: the critique of enlightenment. There is something deeply counter-intuitive about indicting “Enlightenment” (with or without a capital E) as the source of civilizational collapse and the dehumanization of humankind. To be sure, in our own time – given the wealth of attacks from so many sides on the much battered Enlightenment – the idea has become intellectually fashionable. Still, when the book first appeared its readers might have been simultaneously surprised and excited at the thought. Presumably they were responding to the answer to a much asked and perplexing question (a stubbornly and unconsciously Eurocentric one that remains with us through the present): How could such terrible events have transpired in what was generally considered to be the most cultured, civilized, indeed “enlightened” country in the world? Drawn, as they always were, to dialectical paradoxes, the Frankfurt theorists provided a rather shocking answer: Instead of there being a deficit, an absence of enlightenment, it was enlightenment itself that stood at the center of this barbarism. Enlightenment, they insisted, “is as totalitarian as any system. Its untruth does not consist in what its romantic enemies have always reproached it for: analytical method, return to elements, dissolution through reflective thought; but instead in the fact that for enlightenment the process is always decided from the start […] [it] has put aside the classic requirement about thinking about thought.”31 In a kind of shortened, preliminary version of the book, a 1941 essay called “The End of Reason”, Horkheimer placed this within concrete political terms: Fascism and Nazism were not expressions of atavistic irrationalism, but rather “reason revealing itself as unreason.”32

There are, I maintain, both serious theoretical and historical drawbacks to this thesis, no matter how novel and exciting it may have been at the time. Certainly, like all other modern forms of political regimes, Fascists and Nazis did employ forms of “instrumental reason” and domination – modern technology, sophisticated forms of mass control, State bureaucracy, industrial rationalized production (and destruction) – but they also proudly and blatantly opposed abstraction in favor of race and instinct, the ratio of calculability in favor of Blut und Boden, “soul” against “mind”. Need one really add that in their radical opposition to liberalism, tolerance, the free market of ideas, and critical discussion, the very possibility of an open society, they were explicitly animated by the revolt against Enlightenment (at least with a capital E) and openly espoused an irrationalism whose roots (at least for them) proceeded not from any complex dialectic of the Enlightenment but from an overt, radical opposition to it.

In this connection it is important to note that for Horkheimer and Adorno, even Kant – although treated with some complexity and respect – becomes complicit in the dangerous dialectic. Strangely, had they wanted to bolster their case, they could have discussed but do not mention many of Kant’s highly critical comments on Judaism. Rather (as against the categorical imperative and all the more in accordance with pure reason) “the totalitarian order gives full rein to calculation and abides by science as such. Its canon is its own brutal efficiency. It was the hand of philosophy that wrote it on the wall – from Kant’s Critique to Nietzsche’s Genealogy of Morals […]”33 Despite other later efforts to similarly indict the Königsberg philosopher,34 it is surely the Fascist and Nazi denial of a common humanity, the denial of the Kantian universalist imperative, that must stand at the center. How far from their conceit was Kant’s insistence on the essential equality of human beings with respect to their dignity as free beings endowed with reason. In their revolt against the Enlightenment (not as a result of it) radical nationalists, racists and Fascists denied the very possibility of a single common humanity and posited instead only particular – and thus potentially superior or inferior – human beings. Disposing of the concept of humanity as a regulative moral construct is perhaps the most essential dimension legitimating slavery and genocide.35 The totalitarian negation of this postulate proceeded not from an immanent process of philosophical inner self-liquidation, (“the unreason that is inherent in reason itself”), but from the ongoing great revolt against both Enlightenment humanism and the liberal-humanist world view.

There are clearly those who hold that if Nazism, Fascism and even the Holocaust can be understood purely in terms of the history of ideas (a proposition which many historians would contest or at least qualify), it is best understood not as the dialectical movement of reason liquidating itself, but what has been labeled (admittedly controversially) as an extreme chapter of the long “Counter-Enlightenment”, that open revolt against reason with its return to primordial roots, to völkisch particularity, to elevation of the collective unconscious, to myth and violence, and the valorization of emotion over rationality.36

There are, of course, better and worse versions of these. The tome by Horkheimer and Adorno’s nemesis and colleague Georg Lukács, The Destruction of Reason, is implicitly a rebuke to the thesis of the Dialectic (although there – as opposed to other places – he does not mention these authors by name). For Lukács, it is quite clearly not Reason’s own role in the catastrophe, but rather the ongoing post-Hegelian reactionary bourgeois “irrationalist” attack upon it that is indicted and whose purported manifold forms he analyzes in great detail. Here, for instance, Nietzsche is not seen as part of a complicated dialectic but as openly attacking all enlightenment and reason. “Hitler, in bringing irrationalism to practical fulfillment, was the executor of Nietzsche’s spiritual testament and of the philosophical development coming after Nietzsche and from him.”

But Lukács, although at loggerheads with Horkheimer and Adorno, shared the same methodological assumption that they did: that through a history of philosophy they could unlock the door to the barbarism of their times. As Lukács put it, he sought to document “Germany’s path to Hitler in the sphere of philosophy […] how this concrete path is reflected in philosophy, and how philosophical formulations, as an intellectual mirroring of Germany’s concrete development towards Hitler helped to speed up the process.”37 Their common belief that a history of thought necessarily creates and reflects political and social reality is questionable at best – Richard Rorty once dubbed this tendency as the “Overphilosophistication of Politics”.38 It is also true that Lukács radically oversimplified and over-generalized the varieties that he defined as “irrationalism”. In his deterministic teleology little or no room is left for nuances or the ways in which say Enlightened values and attention to the irrational (as say with Freud) could fruitfully co-operate. His a priori Marxist scheme also left little room for important distinctions. (As Adorno, in return mockingly commented, Lukács’ Destruction of Reason “revealed most clearly the destruction of Lukács’ own. In a highly undialectical manner, the officially licensed dialectician sweeps all these irrationalist strands of modern philosophy into the camp of reaction and Fascism.”39)

Yet Lukacs did include what Adorno and Horkheimer conspicuously omitted: a concrete discussion of those forces and self–defined “irrationalist” ideologies that declaratively and proudly animated both Fascist movements and Nazism: amongst them, “Intuitionism”, Social Darwinism and, of course, Vitalism (Lebensphilosophie). The proponents of these notions formulated an unqualified attack on what they called life-negating Geist (Mind). Certainly they did not believe that their emphasis on life-affirming Soul (Seele) and instinct had their source in a transfigured form of Reason itself. Even more strangely, there is little discussion or even mention in the Dialectic of some of the constitutive foundation stones of Nazism: völkisch ideology, eugenics and racial theory. Actually, this omission is not really strange. For, of course, Horkheimer and Adorno could not – or rather, would not – deal with these issues, because their underlying assumptions willfully precluded any such engagement. “The prime cause of the retreat from enlightenment into mythology”, they wrote in their opening statement, “is not to be sought so much in the nationalist, pagan and other modern mythologies manufactured precisely in order to contrive such a reversal, but in the Enlightenment itself when paralyzed by fear of the truth.”40

In a sense, too, the Dialectic of Enlightenment – that “odd book” as Jürgen Habermas once dubbed it – contains both an astonishingly undifferentiated view of “modernity” at the same time that it is a remarkably apolitical document. This is so, not just because while rendering liberalism as partly complicit in reason’s self-destruction, no principled consideration is given, regardless of all of their inequities, failings and imperfections, to the possible saving virtues of rational bourgeois ideals, parliamentary democracy, constitutional authority and the classic liberal values.41 Rather, we are left entirely in the administered, totalizing socio-economic realm, devoid of any sustained discussion of concrete political frameworks and, most importantly, the new political form that ushered in the purported new barbarism.

Because they were essentially wed to a narrative of psycho-social continuity (however radicalized), they were reluctant to recognize that a wholly new political form of control had come into existence, one that enabled the eruption of that new barbarism (that task was partially left to another member of the Frankfurt School, Franz Neumann. In his Behemoth: The Structure and Practice of National Socialism (1942) he recognized the specificity of the regime, though he radically underestimated the murderous intent of its anti-Semitism.). However, it was Hannah Arendt who most insisted on the primacy of the political and who – apart from recognizing the centrality of anti-Semitism – viewed totalitarianism and the camps (which, she argued, incarnated its destructive essence) as an entirely unprecedented phenomenon, a radical novum in Western history. For her, unlike the authors of the Dialectic, that political form did not inherently derive from an inherent self-liquidating movement of the West, but, rather, a sharp break away in the form of mass society and the nihilistic rupture that it embodied. To be sure, all the theorists I have mentioned (including Adorno and Horkheimer), at some point, articulated a (questionable) theory of alienated mass society as complicit in the evil. Yet, for Arendt, the roots of barbarism were to be found mainly in its unprecedented processes of mass uprooting, atomization and superfluity, processes which – as opposed to Horkheimer and Adorno – could not be traced to an unfolding dialectical cultural and philosophical history.

There is a further problem here, and that concerns the very notion of “Enlightenment” posited in the book. In a 23 May 1942 letter to Leo Löwenthal, Horkheimer explained this major concept thus: “Enlightenment here is identical with bourgeois thought, nay, thought in general.”42 To equate, in a highly unhistorical way, “Enlightenment” with thought itself, is to rob that concept of any specific situational illumination. For all that, I do not want to be misunderstood. For if we take “the Enlightenment” as it is conventionally understood – in its eighteenth-century version and after-effects – I certainly do not entirely exempt it from the genealogy and etiology of either Fascism or Nazism. To be sure, in the connections between it and the forces summoned against it, a nuanced analysis is required. For it is true that without the modern sciences of biology, anthropology, genetics, physiognomy, aesthetics, even philology – disciplines associated with, and that sprung from, the Enlightenment project – no racial and eugenic “science”, no notions of degeneration and racial purity, no “bio-politics” as we understand it, would have emerged. Any long-term analysis of the building blocks of Fascism and Nazism would require that these be taken into consideration.43 The problem is that there is exceedingly little mention of these in the Dialectic of Enlightenment, even though, properly speaking they belong to the Enlightenment and were crucial ingredients in it. Equally, however, a balanced approach would also hold that logic, the disciplines and “science” are not always about repression and total domination. They can be – and often also are – beneficial and life-saving.

Thus, when it comes to understanding Fascism and Nazism the story must surely also encompass the ways in which ideologically “irrationalist” impulses – extreme nationalism, vitalism, the cult of force and sacrifice, overt mythology – appropriated and re–directed these more “rational” sciences and disciplines into aggressive and violent expressions, into mechanisms of superiority and exclusion. That, it seems to me, would be the proper historical dialectic. Without it, one would be left wondering why all post-Enlightenment liberal, democratic societies that are committed to “positivist” science and “formal” logic – their instrumental rationality, their menacing controlling and surveillance mechanisms notwithstanding – do not inevitably enslave their own populations, or commit ethnic cleansing and genocide. Social orders are indeed vulnerable and the potential for Fascism may always exist (and in our own fragile times, this has become increasingly and shockingly clear), but it is not a foregone conclusion.

Whatever other criticisms may be made, perhaps these reservations do not apply to Horkheimer and Adorno’s treatment of anti-Semitism, for it does seem that in the Dialectic there is a serious, sustained effort to probe its origins, nature and murderous impulses. In the final section, “Elements of Anti-Semitism”, to their credit, they recognized the absolute centrality of anti-Semitism to their time and to the purported dialectic of enlightenment. Given their Marxist pedigree, as Robert Fine and Philip Spencer have noted, this was no small matter. By recognizing the severity of the threat to the Jews, they departed from Marxist Orthodoxy which traditionally had been both deeply ambivalent about separate Jewish existence and slow to respond to the growth of anti-Semitism.44 In doing so, Horkheimer and Adorno integrated the “Jewish Question” into a widened, even eclectic, neo-Marxist framework, providing it (albeit not always consistently) with a kind of autonomous existence it had previously lacked.

But this was part of a rather slow process of transformation. Thus, as late as 1939, Horkheimer penned a much criticized piece, “The Jews and Europe”45 in which – despite the additional argument that Fascism had now concentrated economic power with organized violence as a means of overcoming social contradictions – the persecution of the Jews was seen as a direct consequence of monopoly capitalism’s systematic elimination of the “sphere of circulation” on which the Jews depended. Although he recognized that “the new anti-Semitism is the emissary of the totalitarian order”, in classical Marxist fashion Horkheimer insisted that “whoever is not willing to talk about capitalism should also keep quiet about fascism.” Given that emphasis, anti-Semitism here was seen as a rather temporary aspect of the ascendant phase of fascism. It was, he suggested, aimed less at Jews but politically more at relevant spectators and functioned at most as a “safety valve” for members of the SA (the far more violent and ideologically committed SS was not mentioned).

During this period, however, as they shared thoughts for what was to become the Dialectic of Enlightenment, both men increasingly voiced alarm regarding the extremity of anti-Jewish acts and sentiments. As Adorno wrote to Horkheimer in 1940: “I cannot detach my thoughts any longer from the fate of the Jews. It often seems to me as if all that which we were used to seeing in terms of the proletariat has today shifted with a terrible intensity on to the Jews. I ask myself […] if the things which we actually want to say should not be said in connection with the Jews who represent the counterpoint to power.”46 (For all that, by replacing the proletariat with the Jews an older Marxist sensibility remained, for as objects of what they “actually wanted to say”, both the proletariat and the Jews seemed to serve merely as exemplars, illustrations, of a pre-existent theory. This was a tendency that, despite some reservations, remained with them throughout.)

Still, clearly something new in their thinking had occurred. Indeed, rather surprisingly the Dialectic even includes a damning critique of Jewish assimilation that would have made Adorno’s Zionist interlocutor, Gershom Scholem, proud: “The enlightened self-control with which the assimilated Jews managed to forget the painful memories of domination by others (a second circumcision, so to speak) lead them from their own, long suffering community into the modern bourgeoisie, which was moving inexorably toward reversion to cold repression and reorganization as a pure ‘race’.”47

Even though the Marxist indictment of the bourgeois order remained – and Fascism was still presented as a perverted form of liberalism – both men groped for new ways of grasping the phenomenon of anti-Semitism. Early on they resorted to a kind of psychoanalytic socio-archaeology, for they were also convinced that no rational socio-economic explanation of the phenomenon was sufficient: The problem, they argued, long pre-dated the modern world and thus demanded additional modes of explanation. In a kind of neo-Freudian move, anti-Semitism, they argued, had to be traced to the very origins of civilization itself; it was “a deeply imprinted schema, a ritual of civilization”, part and parcel too of mythology.

As early as September 1940, Adorno surmised that the persecution of the Jews was linked to a once-happy nomadism: “The Jews stood for a form of happiness free from the struggle for life, free of work, free of purposiveness.”48 “As ‘the secret gypsies of history’”, he wrote, “the Jews are a ‘pre-matriarchal’ people whose lack of ties to the earth and to a fixed locale always threatened to subvert the ideals of civilized life: home, family, labor.”49 Even if we take the refusal of Heimat as a source of Jew-hatred, the proposition remains exceedingly strange, because the major thesis of that section of the Dialectic proposed the exact opposite: Jews were despised and persecuted precisely because they embodied the principle of civilization rather than constituting its joyful antithesis (the rejection of images was its clearest incarnation). It is also strange because “happiness” hardly exemplified the nature of the Jewish condition, whether in the historical past or the contemporary time in which Adorno was writing. He would have found a far more apt metaphor for the nomadic character of the Jews had he turned to the centuries-long myth of the Wandering Jew, that haunted, haggard figure doomed to endlessly roam the world as punishment for the alleged Jewish role in the crucifixion.

When it finally appeared, the relevant chapter of the book on the persecution of the Jews was purposely entitled “Elements of anti-Semitism”. It sought to apprehend the various discrete – political, economic, psychological, religious, ethical and mimetic – aspects of a multi-leveled phenomenon. As Horkheimer told Marcuse, “the problem of anti-Semitism is much more complicated than I thought”. In order to understand it, economic and political factors had to be connected with anthropological ones, to “show these factors in their constant interconnection and describe how they permeate each other.”50 Its apparently tentative title “Elements” does not point to a singular, coherent theory. (Adorno, however, seemed to contradict this viewpoint in a 1940 comment to his co-author. Despite the possible need for some modifications, he wrote, “we have arrived at a really important place, namely, at a unified and non-rationalistic explanation of anti-Semitism.”51)

What, then, are the constituent parts of “Elements of anti-Semitism”?52 The political level consists of the totalizing nature of the modern national state and its drive to homogenization, the pressure on the Jews to abandon their own identity. In an age of monopoly capitalism, the economic element of anti-Semitism relates both to the decline of Jewish economic relevance (the end of the sphere of circulation in which Jews excelled) and its function as “an ideology cloaking the real nature of the labor contract” (here the reversion to a Marxist approach is again clearly evident). The religious dimension focuses on Christianity and its traditional claims to universality as against Jewish particularism. Horkheimer and Adorno posit that beneath apparent enlightened Christian monotheism there is a regression, the re-importation of a pagan “man-God” (the man Jesus has become God). Moreover, in Freudian fashion, they stress Christian difficulties in recognizing their origins with Judaism itself: “the adherents of the religion of the Father are hated by those who support the religion of the Son – hate as those who know better.”

Less specifically, but a leitmotif running through these elements is the psychological function, especially concepts of scapegoating and projection. Leo Löwenthal and Norbert Gutterman (associates of the Institute) later summarized one version of this. Jewish foreignness for the anti-Semites, they claimed, “is not as external to them as it might seem. They feel it in their own flesh, it is latent in them; the Jew is not the abstract ‘other’, he is the other who dwells in themselves. Into him they can conveniently project everything within themselves to which they deny recognition, everything they must repress. But this projection can be effected only on condition that they hate the Jews and are permitted to realize the repressed impulse in the form of a caricature of the enemy.”53 And as the authors of the Dialectic put it: The Jews “are branded as absolute evil by those who are absolutely evil, and are now in fact the chosen race. […] [T]he Jews must be wiped from the face of the earth […] The portrait of the Jews that the nationalists offer to the world is their own self-portrait. They long for total possession and unlimited power, at any price. They transfer their guilt for this to the Jews, whom as masters they despise and crucify, repeating ad infinitum a sacrifice which they cannot believe to be effective.”54

Additionally, a major part of the analysis of anti-Semitism in the Dialectic, is focused upon a highly complex psycho-anthropological discussion of a specific attitudinal taboo: the proscription on mimesis, the Bilderverbot, the Jewish prohibition against graven images (a thesis not entirely different from that advanced in Freud’s Moses and Monotheism). In this way, the murder of the Jews becomes a form of revenge for civilization’s triumph over nature; those who first turned ritual sacrifice – the ultimate form of mimesis – into abstract rationality by carrying out the prohibition are themselves sacrificed as the expression of “repressed mimesis.”55

To be sure, many of the ideas propounded are intriguing and have suggestive depth. Yet various serious substantive and methodological reservations need to be made.56 The stubborn degree to which any specifically German national propensities remain absent from the analysis is astonishing. Leo Löwenthal – who can be considered a kind of co-author of the “Elements” section – later confirmed that even after emigrating to America, the Institute’s members were convinced that Americans were more anti-Semitic than the Germans.57 As late as 1944, Franz Neumann could write that the German people were “the least anti-Semitic of all”.58

At a different level of analysis, Jonathan Judaken, for instance, has insightfully argued that in Horkheimer and Adorno’s (as well as Arendt’s) account there is a certain stereotypical reiteration of Jews and Judaism. These authors resort to what he terms, “the conceptual Jew”. Here was an essentialized conception of Jews that underlay their theorizing, and which helped to generate both their insights, but also – their blindness.59 Judaken argues that with the role endowed to the Jews in the Dialectic book as “the embodiment of the negative principle”, Horkheimer and Adorno, in effect blame the Jewish victim for having become the target of fascist domination: Their “inflexible adherence to their own order of life has brought the Jews into an uncertain relationship with the dominant order.”60 In the system of domination of which Jews are the prime victims, they possess a specific culpability. Horkheimer and Adorno, Judaken writes, rendered

the Jewish civilizing impulse, which is the negativity that is itself the ur-moment in the dialectic of enlightenment [as] responsible for the victimization of the Jews. In short, anti-Semitism as the ultimate result of the logic of the dialectic of enlightenment, and reflective of the limits of enlightenment, simultaneously has its origins and its end in a Jewish impulse […] rather than critically undermining Western civilization’s image of ‘the Jew’ and Judaism, Adorno and Horkheimer reinforce it by repeating the negative construction of Jews that facilitated their destruction.61

The latter judgment, I would argue, is somewhat harsh. The question as to if – and to what degree – over the centuries the (purported?) separate character and nature of Judaism and Jewishness have stimulated opposition to it, remains a highly contested, though not irrelevant historical and empirical question.62 Still, Judaken correctly insists that when positing the notion of a “conceptual Jew” as a means of understanding anti-Semitism philosophically, “there is necessarily a hypostatization and abstraction that is entailed for the generalization that philosophical thought demands.”63

In the original draft of this essay, I also wrote that Judaken’s verdict that “the destruction of European Jewry remains an overdetermined silence within the Dialectic of Enlightenment”, was similarly too severe. I was mistaken. It was not too harsh, even though Judaken presumably was not aware of the reason for the correctness of his assertion. In the first version of this chapter I wrote, that at the time of its 1944 publication, there was no established systematic and conceptualized datum we know now as the Shoah. There were only surmises, fragments and generalized intimations of the exterminatory intentions of “the Fascists” against the Jews.64 Given that situation, Horkheimer and Adorno could not be blamed for keeping their comments exceedingly general. To be sure, I was both surprised and impressed to find explicit mention of “gas chambers” and “extermination camps”65 so early on. But, now I have (belatedly, to be sure) learned that the very last section, number VII, of “Elements of anti-Semitism”, first appeared only in (and was apparently written for) the 1947 edition.66 By then “gas chambers” and “extermination camps” were known to everyone. This surely should have seriously changed – or at the very least, challenged – the entire tenor not only of the section on anti-Semitism, but the overall philosophical analysis and historical thrust of the book. It is rather remarkable that in the light of this knowledge no need was felt to revise any other part of the book.

As a result of this finding, the writing of this essay has taken on a kind of internal developmental dynamic (and I believe, if rather immodestly, reinforces the validity of my initial analysis). For if in its original formulation, I argued that what was lacking were Horkheimer and Adorno’s attempts to grasp what was happening in far more specific and concrete ways, at least at an earlier point, one could have argued that both certain knowledge and the material on which to base it were lacking. This was not the case in 1947. Instead of delving into the concrete dynamics and motivations of the exterminations, and the specific ideological animus driving it, they steadfastly maintained their generalized premises regarding the degrading nature of Western civilization as such, leaving their suspicion of bourgeois and liberal society untouched. Indeed, they declared there that “there are no more anti-Semites” but rather “liberals who wanted to assert their antiliberal opinions.” Anti-Semitism, they could still maintain in 1947, was merely an interchangeable aspect of Fascist politics, one in which its “leaders could just as easily replace the anti-Semitic plank in their platform by some other just as workers can be moved from one wholly rationalized production center to another.”67

I was not aware when composing this piece that both authors possessed post-war knowledge of what had actually happened. On second thoughts, however, their failure to take what had really transpired into account was perhaps inevitable. For (as I originally phrased this) their analysis of anti-Semitism consisted of a kind of an a-historical shopping cart of possibilities in which “origins”, “elements”, concepts and contemporary events indiscriminately melded. How and in what order these could be triggered, combined, interconnected (or not), prioritized, and in what context, we are not told. Additionally, while most of the time, anti-Semitism seemed to possess a unique etiology, elsewhere it is presented as a generalized animus, an outlet to discharge anger, in which its projective functions allow an interchangeability of victims – “gypsies, Jews, Protestants, Catholics, and so on – any one of them may take the place of the murderers, with the same blind lust for blood, should they be invested with the title of the norm.”68

Ultimately, however, the validity or otherwise of Horkheimer and Adorno’s analysis does not rest only on whether or not they possessed knowledge of what in the end had actually transpired. The principled difficulty with this kind of philosophical Kulturkritik consists of its generality, its insistence upon the (entirely speculative) notion of a repressed phenomenological condition at the heart of an undifferentiated West. Additionally, as Horkheimer wrote in a letter to Harold Laski: “Just as it is true that one can only understand anti-Semitism by examining society, it seems to me to becoming equally true that society itself can only be understood through anti-Semitism.”69 But because this is formulated as a theory of “Society” as such – and thus applicable in virtually all situations and at almost all times – its overall purposiveness precludes it from understanding the specificity and particularity of the main case it seeks to interrogate. Apart from the danger of this part of their narrative turning into a determinist version of “eternal” anti-Semitism, we should remember that, even if an inherent potential for outbursts of anti-Semitism exists, it requires actualization. Continuity is not congruent with causality. What can this account of the archaic origins of anti-Semitism tell us about its contemporary expressions (quite apart from the difficulties of validating such a speculative thesis)? In a 1943 letter to Friedrich Pollock, Horkheimer proclaimed that “anti-Semitism has always been totalitarian, it was the incarnation of totalitarianism a thousand years before it took shape in Nazism.”70 Anti-Semitism, reads the Dialectic, had always intimately been linked to totality.71 These were high-flowing and fine-sound statements. But they were hardly helpful in explaining why only at that particular point and in utterly unprecedented fashion total extermination was underway. If anti-Semitism had always been totalitarian, a murderous stain at the very heart of Western civilization, why was it only now that total genocide was taking place, one entirely different from previous persecutions, pogroms and expulsions?

Even prior to knowing the full extent of the atrocities, more directly and demonstrably pertinent, surely, would have been for the authors not to dwell on Enlightenment’s dialectical and self-liquidating journey through the course of Western culture, but rather to examine what we normally mean by Enlightenment (that is, the movement of the eighteenth century) and its possible complicity in later developments. To be sure, they do mention that assimilated Jews sensed “the dual relationship of progress to cruelty and liberation […] in the great philosophers of the Enlightenment.”72 But it is left at that. Would it not have been more to the point to empirically plumb the multiple anti-Jewish sentiments voiced by leading Enlightenment thinkers from Voltaire on (though one would also have to could also quote the pro-Jewish, albeit ambivalent, champions such as Gotthold Ephraim Lessing and Wilhelm Christian Dohm, etc.)? Indeed, here a real and ongoing dialectic was already then clearly apparent: the attack upon narrow Jewish particularity, on the one hand, and the thrust – and threat – to equal citizenship and emancipation, on the other, as an enduring post-eighteenth-century tension, unresolved and ambiguously charged.73

At any rate, what I am advocating – and what is conspicuously lacking in this document – is that in examining National Socialist atrocities, both theoretical complexity and specificity are needed. To grasp (or at least approximate) the deeper background, the building blocks, underlying the Nazi project, if we are to employ such generalized and often vague notions as “mimesis”, “modernity”,74 “mass society”, “capitalism”, the “bourgeoisie” and, indeed, “Enlightenment” or “Counter-Enlightenment”, it will be necessary to demonstrate the mediated connections, the transmission belts and concrete ties linking such broad structures with the actual events and the particular context in which it unfolded. Such a task is, of course, immensely difficult and historians will always argue about the correct mix of interpretation. But spelling out deep structures, generalized concepts, and long-term enabling conditions of possibility is not enough. To be sure, contingency of one kind or another will enter into it. But most importantly, we must leave room for human agency, for ideas conceived, conscious decisions taken and policies implemented. If we do not do so, we abdicate the critical role of choice and human action, an omission in which responsibility disappears into the fog of “theory”, abstract philosophical thought and evasive generalizations.
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